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KATIE FISHER

If We Can Talk About It,
We Can Write About It;
If We Can Write About It,
We Can Read About It
Katie Fisher has taught first grade for 5 years at Glengary Elementary in the
Walled Lake School District. She graduated from the University of Michigan
and is working towards her master's degree in reading and language arts from
Oakland University.
earning to write has taken on a whole new
meaning in first grade. Children need to be
taught how to express themselves through
their writing, and they need to learn how to connect
it to their reading. Teaching children how to talk
about their writing and then actually writing it down
has shown me a new way to teach writing.

L

My first-grade literacy program has twisted and
turned. When I first started teaching 5 years ago, my
students would start their day by writing with little
structure or modeling from me. They would write,
but it seemed that their writing never fully developed. I never enjoyed teaching writing because I
felt frustrated about teaching 6-year-olds the formal
writing process. I never felt that they understood
this formal process or that I was teaching it well.
During my second year of teaching, I attended
workshops and collaborated with my first-grade
peers and Reading reading Recovery recovery
teacher to improve my writing instruction. It
seemed I was teaching writing backwards and
that is why I felt so frustrated. Children's writing
needed to come from their experiences and from
their ability to write with support from the teacher.
I was having them write my way instead of theirs.
Once I discovered this, my journey had begun and I
was on my way to building a new literacy program
that would prove to enhance my students' ability to
become good writers and also good readers.
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This next section explains just how I teach my first
graders to write and the steps that go into my writing
program. Oral language, writing, and publishing
should flow together in order to help students gain the
most from their writing instruction. Whatever children
can talk about, they can write about, and whatever they
can write about, they can read about. Thus, this is the
order in which I have organized my literacy program.

Oral Language
Each morning begins the same way in my room.
My students enter and read books while I am doing
the morning routines (lunch count, attendance,
etc.). When this is done, they join me at the carpet
area and we talk about what they are going to write
about that day. Sometimes, I have set for them a
writing topic that relates to what we are studying
in the classroom, but most often they are writing
about what is going on in their lives. Once we have
established the topic for the day, they share orally
with their peers what they are going to write about.
There are many different oral language activities
that get children to talk about what they are going
to write about. I begin the year with some easy
activities and change them as the year goes on.
Oral language activities give students the chance to
share and to listen to others. These activities require
explanation and practice at the beginning of the
year. (See Table 1 on facing page for my weekly
schedule of oral language activities.)
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I make sure my children know that we talk first
so that we know what we are going to be writing
about. I also stress to them that oral language time
is done to practice talking and listening.

organized in many ways. I do Buzz Groups
once a week. I break them into groups by
passing out a picture of a certain punctuation
mark. Then, I pick a leader for each group to
start the talking and the groups get formed.
When the children are done talking, they
come back to the whole group and the leader
shares one child's news from their group
(Knott, Mayn, & McDonald, 1992).

Here are a few oral language activities that I have
adapted in my classroom from professional development writing workshops. The workshops were
given by three educators from New Zealand: J.
Knott; L. Mayn; and M. McDonald.

•

•

Buzz Groups-Children break off into small

Turn and Talk-The children tum to the
neighbor right next to them on the carpet area
and share their news for that day. Again, this
can be about a certain topic or a topic of their
choice. When all the children have shared,
they tum back towards me and they raise
their hand to share their neighbors' news.

groups of five or six students and sit in a circle
to talk about the news of their choice. In my
classroom, we use Buzz Groups to talk about
what happened over the weekend. These
groups can be different each time and can be

Table I-Schedule of my oral language activities done weekly

Monday
•

Buzz Groups-Group the children according to punctuation marks. Have children share what they
did over the weekend. Pick one leader for each group to begin the sharing and to then share a friend's
news to the whole group.

•

Write about what they did over the weekend. Model my weekend news or one of the students' news.

Tuesday
•

Turn and Talk-Children will tum and talk to the neighbor sitting right next to them at the carpet.
They will share about a topic of their choice today. When they are done, they will tum toward me and
share what they heard their friend say.

•

Write about what they discussed with their friend.

Wednesday
•

News Circle-Children will sit in a circle with whole class and share about a topic I pick today. I will
pick one person to start sharing with the "talking ball" and then they will pass it to the friend next to
them. Children will know that the only person talking is the person with the ball.

•

Write about what they shared in the circle. Model news together.

Thursday
•

Who, What, Where, When, Why-Begin by writing my news on the white board. Pass out the "wh"
questions and have students ask me one of those questions based on my news. Write to and with the
children to complete my writing. Focus on good questions to find out more information.

•

Write about the topic of their choice trying to answer more than one "wh" question in their writing.

Friday
•

Poetry-Teach a new poem to the children. Have them sing it if it is on CD or recite it with the correct
rhythm. Encourage children to recite old poems that we have already learned.

•

Write a new poem patterned from the poem they just learned at the carpet area. Make this into a class
book or display it in class for them to reference and read.
WINTER
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News Circle--All the children sit in a large
circle. A "talking ball" is passed around in
this circle. Each child gets a tum to hold the
"talking ball" and share news for that day
or about the topic I might have chosen. The
children know that the only person sharing
is the person with the "talking ball." If some
children do not have anything to share, I let
them pass on their turns, but encourage them
to try and share the next time.

•

Retelling-Simply have the students retell
a story that I have read to them. I may read
them a story or have them listen to a story on
tape. Then, they orally share their retellings
with the whole group. They would be doing a
retelling as their writing that day. I introduce
this oral language activity later in the year as
the children get better at retelling.

•

Mystery Can-Put an object in a can or box.
Shake it around and have the children ask
questions about what is inside. For example,
"Does it have sharp comers?" I write their
questions on the white board and answer them
with "yes" or "no." This helps the students use
description in their writing. A writing activity
that I have developed from this is to have the
students do their own mystery writing about
an object by writing their own clues. Again,
this uses describing words.

•

Who, What, Why, When, and Where--!
print out these words on construction paper
and laminate them. Then, I share my news
for the day and write it on the white board.
As I write, I write down only one sentence
and ask the children if they want to know
more. They usually say "yes." Then, I pass
out the individual "wh" question cards and
have the children ask me a question about
my topic using that word. As I answer
their question, I collect the card and write
down my answer. This helps the children
write more and makes their writing more
interesting to a reader. When the children
write, I encourage them to see if they
answered any of these "wh" questions in
their writing.

•

Show and Tell-Just as it says, have a
student of the week bring in a show and
tell item and simply talk about that object.
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Then, the other children ask "wh" questions
about it. This is another way to get children
talking and sharing their ideas and gets them
thinking like good writers would if they
were to talk about a topic.

•

Poetry-Have children share poems from
memory or poetry posted in the classroom.
Once a week, I do poetry day and the
children get to read poems, sing poems,
and chant poems. When they are done with
this, I might have them formulate their own
poem patterned from the one they learned.
Sometimes, we write poetry on this day after
talking about poems. This is a great way to
get poetry into your classroom.

Writing "To" and "With" the Children
After the oral language portion of the morning, I
model what good writing looks like. This is my
chance to write to the children. Usually, I will
model the news that was shared by one of the
children. I write the first sentence, and the children
help out when we get to words they might know.
The children will call out the spelling, ending,
punctuation, etc. This is also a time for me to pick
one teaching point. I am always modeling where
to start writing, finger spacing, periods, capitals,
asking does it make sense, and other good writing
habits. A lot of this writing to me helps me model
the writing process.
During this teacher modeling time, I also like to
include the "writing with the children" process. I
like to use interactive writing where the children
help me to write the sentence. We "share the pen"
while writing the news for that day (Pinnell &
McCarrier, 1994). I make this process brief, as it
can be hard for the children to sit through. When we
write interactively, we make sure that we are spelling by the book and that all of our letters are formed
correctly. If the child writing makes a mistake,
I white it out with correction tape, and then the
child tries it again. Usually, this writing is done on
paper, and then I hang it up around our room for the
children to reread on their own.
It is amazing to see what the children pick up
on through the writing "to" and writing "with"
processes. My students start to sound like good
writers when they write and begin to use the skills
that were taught during the modeling time. I notice

MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

FISHER

a huge improvement in the children's writing over
time. Not only do their handwriting and mechanics improve, but their content also expands and
becomes more interesting (Figures 1-3 beginning on
page 10).

Writing "By" the Children
Once the children have talked about what they are
going to write about and have seen what good writing looks like, they are ready to write on their own.
I have the children write in their own composition
notebooks. I also have them write with pencils
that do not have erasers. I do this to eliminate the
focus on errors. My children feel more confident
as writers because they know that if they make a
mistake when they are writing, they just cross it out
and move on. I tell the children that I like to see the
mistakes because then I know that they went back
and fixed what did not make sense. Through this
process, the children are beginning to edit.

time. My students love to read their own writing,
and they love to show it to me. Many children are
able to apply the skills that I taught during the writing "to" and "with" portion of the morning. Groups
pick a writing piece that they wish to publish for the
rest of the class.
Each group consults the task board. The letters
tell the children what they will be doing during
their writing time, and the last column is a writing
opportunity for them to do when they finish in their
Drafting Books.

•

T = Teacher group (teacher will confer with
these groups and have the red group pick a
publish piece for the next day when the task
board rotates)

•

I = Independent group (when done, read
your writing to a friend)

•

P = Publishing group (they will be working
on illustrating their piece)

The children now go back to their tables and write
in their Drafting Books. My students start off
Publishing
quietly and then build into a soft chatter of stretching words and sounds, asking friends for help,
If students wish to publish, they put their drafting
and rereading their work. During this time, I walk
book by the computer for me to type up later in the
around helping the students with their writing and
day. I type up their publish piece for publication,
reminding them, on a consistent basis, to use a capireadying it for future illustration.
tal at the beginning of the sentence, end
Table 2: Writing task board
with a period, and reread to make sure
the writing makes sense. The children
start off the year with short writing
Spelling
passages and simple sentence structure.
As the days go on, the children start
Shelf
to develop a richer knowledge of what
writing is all about.
I use a Writing Task Board (Table 2)
when I need to confer with two groups
of children. I am unable to get to every
child on my own, so I set up a task
board that allows me to confer with
two tables, while one table publishes its
writing from the previous time and one
table works independently.
While I am conferring with my two
groups, I have the children read their
writing to me and then we go over
what was written. I take the time to
focus on what they did well and one
thing they need to work on for the next

Red
Table

T

Yellow
Table

I

Green
Table

T
p

Orange
Table
WINTER
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When the children publish, I choose a creative
medium for them to use. It might be markers, chalk,
crayons, dot markers, paint, etc. This changes each
week. After the illustrations are done, the children
at that table will share their writing with the class.
This is done each day and gives the children an
awareness of audience and a purpose as they write.
Publication is the reward of my writing program.
The children love to see their final piece published
and glued into their very own publishing book.
I would like to encourage my colleagues who are
frustrated with your writing program to try this
approach. It is adaptable to many classrooms. Not
only is it educationally efficient, but the students
really enjoy it. Like anything new, this writing
program takes time to implement and needs adjust-

ments as new techniques are used. For me, it has
paid off as my first graders write like I have never
seen them write before. I share some of their writing in figures 1-3.
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Figure 1
August writing sample
written by Alexsys

"I went outside."

November writing sample written by Alexsys

Me and My Friend
"Wednesday Rebecca came to my house. It was
fun. We played house. But then I came up with
playing Restaurant. I got out the silverware and I
got cups and I got out plates."
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Figure 2

August writing sample written by Dana

"My mom takes me to the Dairy
Twist with my sister."

November writing sample written by Dana

~•J

My Birthday

"My birthday is today. My mom will ask
if my sister can help at my birthday party.
She might say yes."
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Figure 3
August writing sample written by Emma

"I went to my grandma's house over the
weekend."

May writing sample written by Emma

The Sleepy Owl
"The owl over slept and Owl was lonely
because owl's friends woke before owl.
The owl went to a boy's house. The boy
gave owl an alarm clock until the afternoon when the alarm clock went off. It
woke the other owls up and at night owl
flew to the boy's house and gave back the
alarm clock. So owl flew home and the
other owls were waiting for owl to play
with them."
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